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Abstract

Vacant to Vibrant: Transforming Vacant lots in North Philadelphia

Olivia A. Sinclair

The City of Philadelphia has addressed the need to utilize vacant lots in the city’s comprehensive
planning document, Philadelphia2035 (PCPC, 2010). The document encourages designers to use
sustainable practices to reincorporate these abandoned lots back into the fabric of the city.
Through partnerships with local organizations in Philadelphia, guidelines and suggestions were
created to guide Philadelphians while they revive abandoned lot spaces. In the neighborhood of
Nicetown-Tioga, Philadelphia, there is a large amount of vacant lots leaving the area blighted and
without resilience. This study accepts Philadelphia’s invitation to use design strategies to be
applied to vacant lots within the neighborhood.
The purpose of this study is to discover the connections between open space opportunities that
coincide with larger city goals of vacant lot infill. This study follows legal pathways as suggested
by Vacant Land 215 Toolkit.The toolkit was developed by law makers to recommend the best
legal pathways to follow when inquiring about vacant land in Philadelphia. The main aim of the
design phase of this study is to make the best design choices for vacant lots.
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Chapter 1:
Introduction

1.1. Background
When Philadelphia went through a tremendous period of deindustrialization after World War II,
the city’s population decreased from 2,000,000 to 1,500,000 (PCPC, 2010). This led to the
closing of factories and job loss in the 1950’s. As a result, the city was left with a large amount of
vacant lots.
In 2010, the Philadelphia City Planning Commission created the Philadelphia2035 City Wide
Vision. As part of the goals and recommendations in this document, Philadelphia has the specific
goal to manage and reduce vacancy categorized in the Vacant Land and Structures topic, and Land
Management plan element. The city defined vacant land as land and structures that are
chronically vacant or visibly deteriorating including non-accessory surface parking to be included
in the inventory of underutilized land (PCPC, 2010).
In 2010, the City of Philadelphia partnered with landscape architecture firm, Wallace Roberts
and Todd, to create GreenPlan Philadelphia to serve as a framework for achieving vibrant and
sustainable urban places. This guide created a vision for Philadelphia to rebrand vacant land as
being abandoned to be appreciated by enhancing the environment, economics and quality of life.
The term Green Places was coined by WRT and defined as a space made up of elements that are
the building blocks of the spaces that surround us outside (WRT, 2010). The goal of this
terminology suggested that when individual design elements are combined successfully, it can
make effective urban places that reduce pollution, build value and enhance quality of life.
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1.2. Site Location
Philadelphia is located in Southeastern Pennsylvania along the Delaware River. Historically,
Philadelphia was the heart of the nation in the 17th century. Philadelphia has a rich transit
network that includes highway systems, trains, subways, trolleys, and buses. The street grid
layout runs North to South and West to East creating efficiency within commerce, open space,
and housing development. Today the city serves as the center of the East Coast Megaregion
(PCPC, 2010).

Figure #: Geographic Location of Nicetown-Tioga
Figure #: (Source: Google Earth) Boundary of Nicetown-Tioga
Figure #: Map of Nicetown-Tioga Grid Network and Parcel Formation
This study focuses on the neighborhood of Nicetown-Tioga. The location of this neighborhood is
located in the North Planning District of Philadelphia. Drexel University School of Medicine is
located in the upper left quadrant of the neighborhood, while Temple University borders the
lower right quadrant. As of 2010 and according to the US Census, the population of NicetownTioga is 41,981 (US Census, 2010). Overall, the neighborhood has 5 open spaces (GSI Planning
Parcels Data, 2021), 32.74 miles of bike lanes (Complete Streets, 2015), and 80% of residences
traveling by bus (PCPC, 2010). There are 1,052 vacant parcels out of 7,092 parcels total in the
neighborhood (GSI Planning Data, 2021). The street style of the neighborhood is laid out in a grid
formation, the parcels and street networks reflect this in data obtained from the City of
Philadelphia (Open Data Philly, 2021). In this planning district, 6% of lots are vacant, 1% higher
compared to the City of Philadelphia (PCPC, 2018). In the neighborhood of Nicetown-Tioga, lot
vacant is at 15% as of the most recently updated data from the Green Stormwater Infrastructure
inventory.
Figure #: Map of Programming
Figure #: Chart Comparing Counts by Programming of Parcels

1.3. Goals & Objectives
The goals of city planners are to make the best design choices for communities. These goals
were established considering the people, plant and profit of Nicetown-Tioga.
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Objective 1: Follow legal pathways through all phases of the design process
Objective 2: Reduce lot vacancy in Nicetown-Tioga
Objective 3: Apply WRT’s Elements of Green Places to selected vacant lots

1.4. Importance of the Study
The importance of this study is to design vacant lots in the neighborhood of Nicetown-Tioga to
the standards the City of Philadelphia has adopted. This study realistically follows the legal
framework provided by the city, and city partners, and therefore can serve as a blueprint for the
community. The legal framework followed in this study is a realistic parallel to how land is
obtained and assessed for its suitability to host successfully sustainable programming. The design
choices are most important to the community members to provide community development and
benefits of the design elements.

1.5. Design Concept: Abandoned to Appreciated
1.5.1. Green Places (WRT, 2010)
Heavily rewarded by the ASLA design firm, Wallace Roberts and Todd, a landscape
architecture firm located in Philadelphia, helped create GreenPlan Philadelphia. WRT
developed GreenPlan Philadelphia as a guide on how to apply design strategies to
maximize the benefits of city efforts towards infill of vacant lots. The recommendations
provided in GreenPlan Philadelphia are put together by the input from Philadelphian
participation.
In the design phase of this study, GreenPlan Philadelphia recommendations are used to
design the selected vacant lots. In this design, recommended design elements specific to
vacant land are implemented as suggested by WRT to achieve the creation of a Green
Place.
The Vacant Land Opportunities section of GreenPlan Philadelphia is a guide specifically for
the recommended usage of vacant lots based on the benefits the communities can
receive. In the design phase of this study GreenPlan Philadelphia recommends the usage
of trees, stormwater management tools, meadows, trails and bikeways, wetlands, urban
agriculture and community gardens, high performance surfaces, and renewable energy be
combined in the design to create a Green Place (WRT, 2010).
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Chapter 2
Project Framework

2.1. Project Questions
1. Which lots in Nicetown-Tioga can be obtained through recommended legal pathways?
2. How can Green Places be created in place of vacant land?

2.2. Design Process
Step 1: Review of legal framework Philadelphia2035, North District Plan 2018, Grounded in Philly
Vacant Land 215 Toolkit, GreenPlan Philadelphia
Step 2: Establish goals Goals to align and support the district’s plan to improve social, environmental,
and economics aspect
Step 3: Data collection Acquiring city owned data appropriate for the study
Step 4: Lot Inventory Identify priority lots based on framework review
Step 5: Lot Selection Select lots based on clustering, legal pathways and proximity to existing
program in neighborhood
Step 6: Design
Step 7: Conclusion Review which design strategies were used from the guides

5

Chapter 3
Literature Review and Case Studies

3.1. Designing for Philadelphia
3.1.1. Philadelphia2035
-

-

-

-

Thrive, Land management, vacant land and structures, manage and reduce
vacancy (pg 6)
User guide for developers (pg 8)
Align your design/development ideas with city goals (pg 9)
Small-scale urban farming on vacant land (pg 21)
Environmental profile → large amount of vacant land resulting from deindustrialization
→ soil as part of criteria (pg 30)
5% of philly is vacant land - good figures to use (pg 41)
Less developable lots than in 1970 (pg 44)
8500 acres is vacant of underutilized land (page 44)
Vacant land definition “land and structures that are chronically vacant or visibly
deteriorating. Non-accessory surface parking is included in the inventory of
underutilized land (pg 46)
How philly is addressing the vacant land (pg 92)
- Create property database → prevent further vacancy → discover creative ways
to reuse
4th street and cecil b. Moore ave case study (pg 93)
Support of vacant lots as park and rec, stormwater management, public art
projects, neighborhood gateways, community gardens, agriculture, and energy
farms (pg 94)
CASE STUDY Green2015 (2010) - transform underutilized land into green space
(pg 140)

3.1.2. North District Plan
-

Need of green space → adult programming (pg 8)
Issue of clusters of residential vacancy (pg 14)
High vacancy to be prioritized for for clearance and assembly or redevelopment
Low vacancy and moderate vacancy are to be used for renovation, construction,
and community gardens
Green stormwater potential (pg 24)
Vacant lot use recommendations (pg 31)
6

3.1.3. Philadelphia Vacant Lot Toolkit
-

Guide for current gardeners looking to keep community spaces also looking to
create something new
Community garden in all residential areas, commercial, mixed use, parks and rec,
institutional (pg 5)
Find owner
Flow chart for public vs privately owned land and how to take which path
Soil safety, water access

3.2. Acquiring Framework Strategies
3.2.1. Identifying and Understanding Opportunities
-

By WRT for the City of Philadelphia GreenPlan Philadelphia
How to approach open space planning beyond typical approaches
Green infrastructure outline
Defines Green Places (29 pg)
Defines benefits of green places (pg 34)
Recommendation on crime prevention (pg 59)
Cost benefit analysis of green roofs in Nicetown-Tioga (pg 106)
Vacant land opportunities (pg 137)
Gives recommendations for design on vacant lots from poor soil to green roofs to
street greening and how to enhance neighborhood appeal
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Chapter 4
Site Inventory and Analysis

4.1. Site Inventory

Using a dataset created by the Philadelphia Water Department, GSI Planning Parcels,
vacant lots were identified within the neighborhood of Nicetown-Tioga. According to
this dataset, as of August 2021, 15% of lots within this neighborhood are programmed
as vacant. In comparison, the citywide lot vacancy rate is 5%, and 6% in the planning
district the neighborhood falls within.
In the GSI Planning Parcel dataset there are over 5000 residential parcels throughout
Nicetown-Tioga. There are just over 1000 vacant parcels. Vacant parcels make up for
the second largest coverage of parcel programming in the neighborhood.
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One of the main deciding factors the Vacant Land 215 Toolkit advises Philadelphians to
do is be aware of the parcel ownership when trying to go through the process of
acquiring vacant land. The toolkit gives resources to reference when searching for
owners of parcels and how you can legally access the parcel. The toolkit goes in two
paths. The preferred path being Public Owners like city agencies, state or federal
government or a regional entity, and the secondary path being Private Owners. Private
owners are not related to the City. Determining the ownership to be public or private is
the first step in the toolkit. It is also the first step used in this study to narrow down the
process of site selection.
When dealing with publicly owned vacant parcels, you must inquire about the licensing,
leasing, and purchasing of the land. There are three directions to start the journey
towards land acquisition based on public ownership. If a vacant parcel is owned by
Philadelphia Redevelopment Authority (PRA), Department of Public Property (DPP), or
Philadelphia Housing Corporation (PHDC), there are programs to ease the process of
land acquisition depending on the desired programming the prospective owner is
planning.
For the purpose of this study all publicly owned, and non-city publicly owned parcels
were extracted from the GSI Planning Parcel dataset. The map shows the distribution of
9

ownership of vacant parcels in Nicetown-Tioga. As suggested in the Vacant Land 215
Toolkit, this study focuses on publicly owned parcels with specific ownership by the
PRA. After extracting the parcels with ownership by the PRA, there are found to be
vacant parcels clustered together. Scoping out, these clustered parcels are within close
proximity to public transportation, existing open space, and centrally located within the
neighborhood.

The map shows the publicly owned parcels by the PRA that are clustered in a high
priority location in the neighborhood. There are privately owned parcels within close
proximity to the public parcels of interest. For the purpose of this study is it to be
assumed the legal pathways were followed to obtain public city owned, and public non
city owned vacant parcels owned by the PRA.
The Vacant Land 215 Toolkit addresses accessing vacant side lots that are publicly
owned. The toolkit suggests that to maintain gardens and other programmed vacant lots
that are currently owned by the owner, given they are tax compliant, the side lot is under
3000 square feet, and property value is under $15,000 can be purchased by the
neighboring owner to continue garden programming. For the purpose of this study side
lots are assumed to be obtained through the City’s side lot program.
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When dealing with privately owned vacant parcels the Vacant Land 215 Toolkit suggests
trying to contact the owner directly. If the owner is available the prospect should inquire
about purchasing the property. There are programs through Grounded in Philly that can
assist the prospect financially being able to acquire the parcel. It is assumed that for the
parcels that are privately owned with cooperative owners willing to sell their parcel for
the purpose of this study.
For the parcels that are privately owned without any information on the owner, or the
owner cannot be contacted, the Vacant Land 215 Toolkit provides information for if the
parcel you are interested in to be acquired given it is three years tax delinquent. The
toolkit suggests the philadelphian tries to bring the parcel to sheriff’s sale. When an
owner of a vacant parcel fails to pay property taxes or other municipal taxes the parcel
can be sold to pay back the debt. If the City is pursuing debt collection the Philadelphian
can put a deposit of about $800 to certify a property be brought to sheriff’s sale. The
Philadelphian can bid on this parcel in increments of $100. The parcel will be sold to the
highest bidder that puts a 10% deposit at the time of the sale and able to pay the full
amount within 30 days. There is the ability to be given an extension on the 30 day full
payment deadline. Properties that are currently scheduled for sheriff’s sale are listed on
the Sheriff Office of Philadelphia website. The prospect can also contact their
councilperson to seek other options.
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For the purpose of this study, an inventory of the prospective sites were detailed
throughout the clustered parcels.

The inventory of the block faces where the parcels that have been theoretically acquired
for the purpose of this study are shown in the Context by Block figure. This figure gives
a detailed inventory of the type of ownership, and programming of the parcels on each
block face in the sites’ blocks. For the purpose of this study, it is assumed that private
owners of vacant land and buildings were cooperative in selling the land.
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Notes:
1. Site A, B, and C are generally flat with most area graded to host previously
existing residential structures
All sites grade towards sidewalk
2. Site D has a max slope of ~13% coming off the rail tracks
3. Soil is urban/sandy loam
4. Vehicular traffic comes from the West
5. Multiple buildings are decaying
Views
a. View to residential houses in moderate condition
b. View to baseball field
c. View to Jerome Park
d. View to unkept vegetation
e. View to vandalized train retaining wall
f. View under vandalized bridge of train
g. View to decaying structures and unkept vegetation

4.2. Site Analysis
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Notes:
1. Propose lot clean up for all sites
2. Planting along residential housing should have a height that allows privacy
3. Lighting in addition to street lighting is needed
4. Clear all densely vegetated areas
5. Need clear programming
6. Planting need to tolerate seasonal changes, urban pollution and vandalism

Chapter 5
Master Plan & Details

14

5.1. Conceptualization

5.1.1. Active Approach
“Planning and health professionals recognize that the built environment contributes to health
inequities for lower income and minority communities, and seek to address these issues
through strategies to increase access to physical activity, healthy food, clean air, and green
space.” (PCPC, 2018)
Site A is to be used to fulfill the district's goals of increasing physical activity and
health in the community. The concept of this site is an active approach to address
the need for planning and development of a design that enhances physical and
environmental determinants of health; specifically physical activity. The
communities district plan states a need for better maintained areas for physical
activity with a focus on adult programming. This area will be designed to help
meet the desire for recreation of well-maintained open spaces and working with
small spaces to incorporate physical activity.

5.1.2. Creating Sense of Community
15

“These community assets not only absorb stormwater runoff and reduce air pollution, but also
build a sense of community by providing opportunities for play and preserving local history.”
(PCPC, 2018).
Site B is currently programmed as the New Hope Community Garden of
Nicetown-Tioga. This current programming is relevant to this project and the
goals, so this current programming is to be maintained. The New Hope
Community Garden is sought to be an asset to this community because of its
ability to create a sense of community. Increasing access to fresh produce is
another goal of this project and the overall goal of the City’s comprehensive plan.
This site will be programmed as a gathering and community garden space to
foster resilience in the community.

5.1.3. Family Oriented Space
“These community assets not only absorb stormwater runoff and reduce air pollution, but also
build a sense of community by providing opportunities for play and preserving local history.”
(PCPC, 2018).
The North District has the largest population under 20 years of age in the city,
with a high concentration of children in the area. A focus of the district plan is to
prioritize programming for senior citizens raising children in their household. It
can be challenging to develop the two contrasting designs. This space is to be
programmed to host both programming for seniors, children, and families.

5.1.4. Creating Access and Opportunities
“In the North District, 46 percent of households do not have access to a personal vehicle. As a
result, many North District residents are limited to jobs that are within walking or biking
distance or are accessible by public transit.” (PCPC, 2018).
Site D is to serve as a transportation hub for the center of this community. Only
2% of the North Districts residents over the age of 24 hold a bachelor's degree.
This is significantly lower than the citywide average of 25%. This area has low
education, limited car access, and restricts the employment opportunities
available to the North District residents. There are 46% of households in this
community that do not have access to personal car usage. This significantly limits
16

a resident’s ability to hold a job. By planning this space as a transportation hub the
goal is to reduce poverty and high unemployment rates.
“Large swaths of the North District lack convenient, walkable access to supermarkets and
other sources of healthy foods such as fruits, vegetables, low-fat dairy, lean meats, and whole
grains.” (PCPC, 2018).
Site D also has the ability to host markets and vendors. The promotion of healthy
food choices and the need for access to fresh produce is evidently stated in the
district plan. Promoting urban agriculture on Site B can increase the vending on
Site D and create buying opportunities.

5.2. Conceptual Master Plan
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The planting plan for this concept was put together based on the factors of need
for shade, privacy to surrounding residents and ability for the planting to serve its
purpose.

5.3. Individual Sites
5.3.1. Site A
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Site A hosts a skate park featuring two large drop in bowls, a half pipe, and an
elevated half wall. The skatepark is surrounded by a fence as a safety precaution
to skaters within the park. The planting is kept to the perimeter of the site to
avoid confrontation between skates and fallen debris from trees.

5.3.2. Site B
19

Site B hosts an engineered lawn to host a variety of programs such as yoga,
frisbee, gatherings, and concerts. The perimeter of the site is a large planting bed
to satisfy the local flower gardeners. Due to the urban soil and heavy industrial
history of Philadelphia, raised bed planters host a variety of seasonal fruits and
vegetables. With this site’s central location in the community and proximity to
other open spaces and existing programming it has the potential to serve as a
strong neighborhood center.

20
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5.3.3. Site C

Site C demonstrates how programming for a wide age range can be done
harmoniously. With the demand for outdoor spaces programmed for senior citizens, and
youth this design has the ability to accommodate both groups, and groups in between.
This family oriented space features a dog park, shaded hammock resting area,
playground set, and splashpad with bathhouse.
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5.3.4. Site D

23

Site D is a transportation hub for SEPTA Regional Rail, SEPTA bus authority, and
bike lanes and parking. The two way platform sits on both sides of the rail bridge
with access on both sides against the natural grade. A uniquely and functional
shaped market space is featured in the plaza of this transportation hub. This will
give access to fresh produce as desired by city planners.
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5.3.5. Streetscape

This streetscape is based of the concept of a street diet. The street has been
reduced to one-sided parallel parking, one-way vehicular traffic lane, a two way bike lane
to be connected to the bike patterns woven throughout the neighborhood, and 10’
pedestrian sidewalks. The street trees are planted in a way to avoid root rot and to
comply with sustainable practices.
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Chapter 6
Conclusion
6.1. Conclusion
The evaluation of this project's projected success is evaluated by a criteria matrix used
by WRT to assess the best uses and elements to apply to newly constructed land in
Philadelphia. Evaluations have been conducted for each sites’ success, as they address
different concepts and have different purposes to achieve overall complete execution of
the complete matrix chart.
WRT developed a matrix to hold designers accountable for their design choices when
attempting to align them with sustainable and beneficial approaches the City suggests
they take. Rather than emphasizing a set of issues, their criteria checklist uses integrated
methodology to include a range of considerations from environmental, economic, and
social benefits.
This matrix focuses on which spaces and design elements can achieve WRT’s standard
for successful design that benefits a community environmentally, economically, and
socially. For the purpose of this study and to be specific to each site the sites are
evaluated based on their individual concept goals.
Green Elements are defined as and awarded success by:
Trees
The focus of this element is the benefits of not individual trees, but the benefits of all
trees. Increasing the tree coverage or percentage of canopy can award success in this
element.
Stormwater Management Tools
The vision for this element is to create streets, roofs, parks, and other scapes that reduce
flooding, enhance water quality, provide health water supply and other benefits. To
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achieve success in this element design choices to include natural services to the site to
help landscapes be more vibrant and healthy is a success.
Trails and Bikeways
In this element the trails and bikeways are defined as non automobile uses. These
pedestrian and bike paths and trails should have the right of way. To achieve success in
this element neighborhoods should incorporate dense networks of paths and trails.
Urban Agriculture and Community Gardens
This element counts success to be the inclusion of access to fresh food. There is no
specific form to this element of urban agriculture and community gardens. Success can
be achieved through design of crops, trees, shrubs, flowers, or other varieties of densely
developed areas.
High Performance Surfaces
High performance surfaces are construction materials that have an environmental
consideration backing. These surfaces replace the traditional paving with benefits of
previous, and cooling materials for success in this category.
Green Places are defined as and awarded success by:
Parks and Recreation Spaces
Parks are a place of rest and relaxation. They invite the opportunity to connect with
nature and engage in physical activities. Parks also benefit the environment by absorbing
rainwater into the soil. They host diverse habits as well. Success in this place is awarded
by the inclusion of parks to a project.
Vacant Land Opportunities
When vacant land is not cared for there are negative impacts put onto the community
that surrounds it. Success in this category is awarded when vacant land improves the
quality of the neighborhood it is in.
Greet Streets
Green streets are also known as complete streets. They reduce stormwater runoff,
reduce sewage and provide safe traveling space.
Plaza and Auxiliary Spaces
This category focuses on spaces open to the public. They can be large or small. They are
important because of their prominence to a community, and large surface area.
27

Rail and Utility Corridor Enhancements
There is a large potential in the category. There are opportunities for recreation, access,
and to enhance environmental sustainability in multiple ways.
Together the combination of elements and green places criteria has been the backbone
in the design of Sites A, B, C, and D. Each site has a primary focus, and incorporates each
of the elements and places of the matrix. The following are charts of evaluation for each
individual site.

Site A
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Site B
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Site C

30

Site D

31

Streetscape

32
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